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DEL RIO — When the crudely drawn cartoon showing City Manager Rafael Castillo as a dead dog stuck 
between two trees arrived anonymously at City Hall recently, the message was clear.  

The administrator's support for a 3,200-acre residential and commercial project that opponents say could 
threaten Laughlin AFB — a vital economic pillar of the community — could cost him at least his job.  

Mayor Dora Alcalá, who is running for her fourth term and is a fervent project supporter, likewise expects 
her May 13 re-election bid to turn on the divisive issue.  

"In my opinion, it's a scare tactic," she said of widespread alarm about Laughlin. "The base has never 
said this is not good for us. If they had said that at day one, I believe the developers would have backed 
off."  

The expansive project, whose importance to this border city has been compared to the Alamo City 
landing the Toyota truck plant, is the dream of two San Antonio developers.  

But the Del Rio public is not easily calmed. Perhaps not since a former Ku Klux Klansman named Murry 
Kachel was elected to the Val Verde County Commission almost a decade ago have passions run this 
hot.  

From competing full-page newspaper ads to dueling retired Air Force generals, from Easter Sunday 
petition drives to talk-show hosts heating the airwaves, the debate has this border city on the edge of 
hysteria.  

"This is David vs. Goliath. They're trying to shove it down our throats," said Nick Khoury, a local car 
dealership owner who is heading the opposition.  

"Our city infrastructure and services are in terrible shape, yet we're proposing to give this developer 
approximately $128 million in tax benefits? It's an absolutely terrible business deal for the city of Del Rio," 
he said.  

From the barrio to the bank president's office, opposition to the project appears to transcend ethnic, 
income and cultural lines. Even the Chamber of Commerce is against it.  

"If there is one chance in a billion that this project could endanger the air base, it's too much," said 
restaurant owner Armando Riojas, echoing an oft-heard local sentiment.  

Project developer David Earl, however, said the feverish protest really comes from resentment of the 
outsiders from San Antonio who landed the biggest project ever to hit Del Rio.  



AETC News Clips 
Randolph AFB, Texas 

 
News Clips are compiled for the AETC Commander and staff by AETC/PA.  Copyright restrictions apply.  24 Apr 06 

 

San Antonio Express News 
PAGE:  Internet 
POSTED:   24 Apr 06 

 

"We have been called carpetbaggers. A few people who own businesses and land in Del Rio don't want 
competition. They are using falsehoods about Laughlin to make sure they maintain control," he said.  

But many here are clearly unnerved by the speed with which the project is moving. While the county 
commission has yet to vote, the project was approved by the City Council on April 11, despite pleas from 
the public at the meeting for a delay.  

"I'm not actually against it, assuming there would be no problem with Laughlin," said City Councilman 
Mike Wrob.  

"The reason I voted against it ... is there were too many questions left unanswered. I don't know why we 
had to rush into the agreement," said Wrob, who ended up on the short side of a 4-3 vote.  

The council voted despite the cautionary words of City Attorney David Sorola, who said he needed more 
time to study the plan's contract.  

"My concern was that the city was taking on the bulk of the risk," said Sorola. "I still have the same 
concerns but what's done is done. I feel good that I spoke up that night."  

However, according to retired U.S. Border Patrol pilot Bob Dinoir, one of the few private citizens to speak 
in favor of the project, unbalanced reporting has fueled an irrational opposition.  

"They have a genuine fear the base will close, people will lose their jobs, and property values will 
plummet. It's false. It won't happen," said Dinoir, who has his own project with Earl.  

Conspicuously silent so far has been one of the drama's biggest players, Laughlin AFB, one of the four 
Air Force pilot training bases in the country.  

With good weather, plenty of open air space and no significant encroachment from civilian development, 
the 5,000-acre Laughlin is one of the country's busiest training bases. Pilots in training fly more than 
60,000 sorties annually, many passing directly over the project site.  

But base officials steadfastly have refused to comment. Base spokesman Capt. Kenneth Hall declined to 
say even if the proposed development would be "compatible with the base's mission."  

"That hasn't been determined yet. Everything is still in the proposal stage. I really can't say when we'll be 
able to say that," he said, even as contracts are being let for construction work.  

However, both city officials and the developers said issues raised last year by the Air Force about the 
effects of noise and flights on the homes to be built there have been addressed. They said that the base 
does not oppose the creation of the huge development on its western fence line.  

Among the safeguards in place, according to Earl, are a flyover easement; deed restrictions for all 
properties that will prohibit people from suing or raising formal objections to noise or low-flying aircraft; a 
300-foot buffer zone along the base boundary; and sound-proofed housing.  



AETC News Clips 
Randolph AFB, Texas 

 
News Clips are compiled for the AETC Commander and staff by AETC/PA.  Copyright restrictions apply.  24 Apr 06 

 

San Antonio Express News 
PAGE:  Internet 
POSTED:   24 Apr 06 

 

"We've done everything the Air Force has asked for and for people to say we're going to harm Laughlin is 
a bold-faced lie," said Earl, whose partner in the project is John Schaefer of San Antonio.  

The idea of a large commercial project on the empty ranchland just east of town seemed farfetched until 
Del Rio decided to build a traffic loop near the base.  

The proposed loop, which will route trucks on U.S. 90 and U.S. 277 around downtown, changed things 
dramatically.  

To Schaefer and Earl, it was a good business opportunity made much sweeter late last year by the 
creation of a Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone.  

The zone would allow the developers to be reimbursed for their basic infrastructure costs, such as roads, 
water and sewer lines, with money that otherwise would have gone to pay city and county taxes.  

Over the 25-year life of the zone, neither the city nor the county would collect taxes from the project that 
someday could add up to $750 million to the local tax base.  

Estimates are that between $80 million to $130 million of the tax money will go toward infrastructure 
costs. The city also might sell $20 million in bonds that would be financed from the same pool of funds.  

Plans for the project include 4,100 homes, a public golf course, three schools, 450,000 square feet of 
retail development, including an outlet mall, 500,000 square feet of offices, and 4 million square feet of 
industrial use.  

"This is the one big gorilla you catch in a lifetime. It's like Toyota for San Antonio," said Juan Gonzalez, 
Del Rio's economic development director, who is a strong backer of the project.  

But others don't quite see it that way. Just days after the council voted to go-ahead with the deal, 
opponents bearing petitions took to the streets.  

In a few hours on Easter Sunday, they secured more than 1,500 signatures calling for a repeal of the city 
ordinance approving the project. The repeal can come either by another council vote or public 
referendum.  

But the legality of the petition effort is likely to be challenged, and the project may already have passed 
the point of no return, according to Earl.  

He said contracts have been signed and bulldozers could begin rumbling as early as today, clearing land 
for roadways.  

"The project is moving forward. All the land has been acquired and the plan has been solidified," said 
Earl, who said the petition drive to force a recall of the city ordinance approving the project will prove 
futile.  

He said various state attorney general's opinions hold that while a legislative ordinance can be overturned 
by referendum, an administrative ordinance cannot.  
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"It is well-settled law that you cannot repeal an administrative ordinance by referendum. And the people 
who are behind the petition drive are misleading the public," he said.  

City Attorney Sorola said Friday he has not had time to study the legal issues Earl raised. But Robert 
Garza, a Del Rio lawyer involved with the opposition, said he believes the petition is consistent with the 
city charter and will hold up in court.  

"They're afraid to let the people vote on it. One way or another it will be defeated. I don't think at the end 
of the day they will build it," he said.  

But Earl said he already is talking with well-heeled investors, whom he would not name, who are 
interested in buying into the project. And he said, one day everyone in Del Rio will love it.  

"Ten years from now, the people who are now against the project will be taking credit for it happening, 
and they'll also be playing golf on the public golf course there."  
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